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THE VOLCANIC ERUPTION IN BLANCHE BAY, 
TERRITORY OF NEW GUINEA, MAY, 1937. 
(By Sir Raphael Cilento, Kt., M.D.). 
(Read by Lady Cilento at a meeting of the Historical 
Society of Queensland, Inc., on October 26, 1937). 
The scope of the activities of the Historical 
Society of Queensland includes not only this State, 
but New Guinea also, and indeed had it not been 
for the disavowal of the action of the Queensland 
Government in 1883, in annexing the whole of the 
eastern part of New Guinea, Queensland might at the 
present day be controlling that area as part of her 
own territory. The Mandated Territory was for-
merly German New Guinea, having immediately been 
occupied by Germany following Great Britain's 
failure to act on Queensland's annexation. In Sep-
tember, 1914, it was captured by the Australian 
troops and held as an occupied territory under mili-
tary control until May, 1920, when it became a Man-
dated Territory, and was placed under the jurisdic-
tion of the Commonwealth as such. 
The extent of the Territory is 91,000 square 
miles, so that it is half as large as Victoria, and it 
consists of the north-eastern portion of the main-
land of New Guinea, the Islands of New Britain, 
New Ireland, and the north Solomon Islands. There 
are several thousand smaller islands scattered 
throughout the group. The capital, situated on the 
most north-easterly extremity of the Island of New 
Britain, is Rabaul. 
The Territory of New Guinea is traversed by 
that great volcanic fault that extends from Japan 
to New Zealand, and that is marked by zones of 
particular activity in the Dutch East Indies and in 
the Territory itself. 
A century ago Charles Darwin, analysing the 
results of his investigations during the voyage of 
the "Beagle," pointed out that, with few exceptions, 
the great island chains of the Pacific were of vol-
canic origin: that volcanic activity was associated 
with areas of land elevation; and that for this reason, 
volcanoes very frequently were situated upon islands 
near the sea coast, or actually had become land-bound 
by the continuing elevation of coastal reaches as the 
result of submarine activity. 
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This theory appears to receive considerable con-
firmation in the great Indonesian chain, for from 
Krakatau, the famous island volcano bet"ween 
Sumatra and Java, there is a series of island or 
coastal volcanoes which in the Mandated Territory, 
includes, inter alia, Manam, Karkar, Tolokiwa, Witu, 
the Talasea Peninsula, the "Father" series of vol-
canoes, the "Mother" series. Mount Balbi of the Solo-
mon Islands, and so southerly. 
Episodic Activity. 
This extensive chain has been the site of episodic 
activity of a volcanic nature for a very considerable 
period. Krakatau was recorded as active in 1680 and 
1681; Manam volcano, off the mouth of the Sepik 
River, is shown upon Spanish and Dutch maps at an 
even earlier periodj. It is upon the "Father" and 
"Mother" series, however, that interest particularly 
centres from the point of view of this report. 
In 1909 the German Government, which had de-
cided to move to the newly-prepared site which is 
now Rabaul, was somewhat disturbed by criticisms 
as to the possibiUty of future volcanic activity in 
Blanche Bay, and on File 659 of the German series 
(of which, unfortunately, the original was not avail-
able during my visit to Rabaul) there is a trans-
lated extract from an opinion given by Diplomaed 
Engineer Ludwig Kohl, dated 23rd March of that 
year. The translator was apparently insufficiently 
acquainted with technical terms, but it appears that 
Engineer Kohl desired to express his conclusions 
somewhat as follows:— 
"The Gazelle Peninsula is situated on the 
line of cleavage existing between the Mother 
(Kombiu) volcano and the Father (Ulawun) 
volcano. The direction of its outlet is towards 
the Father, while displacements have stopped up^  
the outlet towards the Mother—^possibly per-
manently, though this- is doubtful. Matupi 
(Tavurvur volcano) and Vulcan Island seem 
to be situated actually over a line of cleavage 
caused only recently through the elevation— 
that is, the lifting—of the upper stratum. Very 
likely the cavity thus resulting has been filled 
tMercator's Mappamundi 1569; Th. de Bry 1596; Herrera 1601; et al. 
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up by lava—I hope so, because otherwise there 
exists the danger—usually a very sudden matter 
—of a caving in at this spot. 
"In all likelihood the whole area—the Mother-
Matupi-Vulcan Island area—is involved in a re-
latively marked movement of elevation, so that 
frequent surveys will be necessary. Movements 
of elevation frequently and suddenly occur in 
association with earthquakes." 
"One can scarcely regard this, however, as 
an imminent danger in this area, and even less 
so in adjacent areas." 
It will be noticed that there is accepted here a 
relationship between the "Father" and "Mother" 
volcanic systems. 
Abel Tasman's Observations, 1643. 
In 1643, almost 300 years ago, Abel Tasman, 
rounding New Hanover from the north and east, 
proceeded south-easterly down the western side of 
New Ireland. There is particular interest in his diary 
note of the 12th April, 1643, which reads as follows: 
"12th April, 1643: About three glasses 
( = 1^ hours) in the day watch, we felt so vio-
lent an earth shock that not one of our crew, 
however fast asleep, remained in his hammock, 
but everyone with all speed and in the greatest 
astonishment tumbled on deck, believing that 
the ship had run on a rock. We had a feeling 
as if the keel was grating over a coral reef, but 
when we sounded we found no bottom. Later, 
there were several shocks, but none so "\dolent 
as the first; we had calm weather, then later 
heavy rain, wind changeable and occasional 
calms. We tried as much as possible to press to 
the south. About 3 in the afternoon we had a 
light west wind. Midday reading Lat. 3° 45', 
long. 167° 1'." 
Note.—On reference to the actual book, it ap-
pears that Tasman gives the longitude of the north-
erly point of New Hanover as 167° 39', so that his 
position of 167° 1', corrected to Greenwich time, 
would lie somewhere about 150° 30' east longitude. 
This would mean that the vessel was at the time of 
the earthquake about 60 miles north-west of the 
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north-west tip of the Gazelle Peninsula, and almost 
equidistant (at about 100 miles) from the "Father" 
and "Mother" groups of volcanoes. 
Tasman thought that the great inlet between 
the western side of the Gazelle Peninsula and the 
Willaumez (Talasea) Peninsula was a great bay that 
might continue down below New Guinea itself, sepa-
1-ating it from the great south land of New Holland 
in the way indicated on some of the ancient maps, 
and though disappointed in this assumption, he 
marked it on his map as the "Bay of Good Hope." 
He missed Dampier Strait, but the volcano on Manam 
Island, which had figured in the earliest charts as 
mentioned previously, was also recorded in the map 
that accompanies his book. 
Volcanic Activity of 1699. 
The next reference to volcanic activity in this 
area occurs in Captain William Dampier's account of 
his voyage, where the log book note of the 10th 
March, 1699, reads§: 
"On the 10th in the Evening we got within a 
League of the Westermost Land seen, which is 
pretty high, and very woody but no appearance 
of anchoring. I stood off again, designing (if 
possible) to ply to and fro in this Bay: till I 
found a conveniency to wood and water. We 
saw no more plantations, nor Coco-nut trees; 
yet in the night we discerned a small fire right 
against us. The next morning we saw a burn-
ing mountain in the country. It was round, 
high, and peaked at top (as most Volcano's are) 
and sent forth a great quantity of smoke." 
(Note.—If this observation had been made from 
an anchorage near Cape Archway, the reference 
would have been to the "Mother" series, for Kombiu 
is plainly visible there, and a bearing taken on it 
falls directly across the Tavurvur crater; if from 
an anchorage in Wide Bay, only one of the "Father" 
series could have been meant, and this was actually 
Dampier's anchorage, as is confirmed by reference 
§A continuation of a voyage to New Holland, etc., in the year 1699, 
by Captain "William Dampier, London (Printed by W. Botham for 
James Knapton, at the Crown in St. Paul's Churchyard ITOQ' nn 
129 to 131. ' ' ^^' 
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to the original edition of the work. In the map fac-
ing the title page, the "burning mountain" with its 
plume is actually shown west of Wide Bay, in a posi-
tion that corresponds exactly with that occupied by 
the "Father." It is, indeed, said that the "Father," 
on clear days, can be seen plainly from an anchorage 
at the south-eastern comer of Wide Bay). 
The "Father" system comprises three main vol-
canoes—the "Father" itself (Ulawun), said to be 
about 6,000 feet high; the "North Son" (Golau), 
about 1,800 feet high; and the "South Son" (Bamus), 
about 5,000 feet high. Ulawun generally carries a 
plume of smoke, and Parkinson states that in the 
year 1899 there was a definite outbreak from it. 
The volcanoes of Blanche Bay—^the "Mother" 
system—^have produced the hooked peninsula which 
forms the northern and eastern border of the bay.* 
Directly north is the "North. Daughter" CTavanum-
battir, or Balnatoman). To the north-east lies the 
"Mother" (Kombiu), connected by the Namanula 
reach (on which Government House and the resi-
dences of some senior officials are situated, several 
hundred feet above sea level). The southern extrem-
ity of the peninsula is occupied by the "South 
Daughter" (Turanguna). At the foot of the "Mother" 
there are two broad, broken craters, the more south-
erly of which has a more recent crater in its south-
em lip. This crater is associated with the eruption 
of 1845 or thereabouts, which will be mentioned 
below. On the western side of the "South Daughter" 
lies the crater of Tavurvur (called also "ra kaia"— 
the devil, a name given also to Vulcan Island). This 
is the crater that was active in 1878. 
Matupi Island, lies immediately west of Tavur-
vur, while south-westerly across the bay lies Vulcan 
Island, which rose to the surface in 1878, and was 
associated principally with the eruption of May, 1937. 
Eruption Between 1838 and 1848. 
The references to the outbreak about 1845 (?) 
are drawoi from a statement in the autobiography of 
George Brownf, where, speaking of the eruption of 
1878, he says: 
*George Brown, D.D., pioneer Missionary and Explorer—an Auto-
biography (Kelly), pp. 237-245. 
tSee Map. 
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"The old people told us that there was a 
small eruption, not nearly as large as the present 
one, some thirty or forty years before, but since 
then the volcano had been very quiet indeed." 
Pater Georg, of Tavaliu Catholic Mission, who 
arrived in the Territory 37 years ago, states that 
he was assured by old natives about the time of his 
arrival that the 1845 (?) outbreak occurred not from 
Tavurvur, but from the crater on the southern slopes 
of the "Mother" immediately in relation to Sulphur 
Creek. 
To Livai, an old native on Matupi Island, con-
firms this as the tradition of his boyhood, and adds 
that, indeed. Sulphur Creek was produced as a vent 
from this volcano, and that, at the same time, there 
appeared the two blowholes at the easterly end of 
that creek which are perfectly evident to-day. (In 
the water now occupying the bottom of one of these 
blow-holes, the Department of Public Health of 
Rabaul breeds the small lar.vivorous fish known as 
Gambusia affinis). 
Eruption of 1878. 
The eruption of 1878 has been described both by 
Browm (op. cit.) and by Powell, whose accounts 
differ somewhat. Brown's story obviously is drawn 
partly from the stories of eye wdtnesses and partly 
from actual observation, and shows some minor dis-
crepancies as to dates. He states that Vulcan Is-
land (which in 1926 was an area of 178 acres) first 
appeared above sea level during the eruption, and 
actually came up as a result of local submarine acti-
vity before the eruption of pumice, etc., from the 
Tavurvur crater. He says: 
"The eruption was preceded by frequent 
earthquakes which were very heavy indeed on 
New Britain . . . On the night of Sunday, Feb-
ruary 3rd, the earthquakes were very violent 
indeed, and on Monday morning there were two 
tidal waves, which destroyed a large part of the 
shore line. Soon after this clouds of steam were 
observed rising from the bay in a direct line 
from the old crater on the mainland and the 
place from which the island was upheaved." 
(P. 243). 
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The description of Vulcan Island and its neigh-
bourhood is as follows:— 
"Saturday, February 16th . . . We pulled 
close past the Beehive Rocks which we saw were 
gradually sinking, as the houses on them, which 
were some feet about high water mark on my 
previous visit, were not quite flooded at high 
water. A little further down the bay I saw 
that the small rocks off Karavia on the south-
west side of the bay, noticed in the Blanche sur-
vey, were raised up several feet from their 
former height and several other rock patches 
(not before visible), near these were also re-
cently upheaved." (Pp. 239-240). 
On Vulcan Island itself, "the north-west side 
seemed cool and easy of access . . . the land sloped 
gradually from the north-west beach to the summit 
of the island, where it terminated almost perpendi-
cularly at a large cuplike cavity, the sides of which 
were about seventy feet in height at the summit of 
the islandl, gradually sloping down in a circular 
direction towards the south-east, until they nearly 
united on the opposite side, a passage of about ten 
yards alone remaining, through which the boiling 
water of the crater flowed out into the bay. The 
cavity thus formed was full of water apparently 
very deep indeed, boiling most furiously, and emit-
ting vast clouds of sulphurous steam . . . The land 
at this point was only a few feet about the sea level. 
(Pp. 242-244). This new submarine volcano . . . 
preceded the eruption from the old crater on the 
mainland by a few hours . . . 
When we saw the volcano it presented a grand 
and awful sight; billow after billow of thick black 
smoke and flame were shot out with great force and 
formed a very high column, which towered up far 
above the surrounding mountains . . . For a few 
minutes there would be a comparative lull, then a 
deep rumbling sound after which there was a loud 
roar followed or accompanied by violent expulsions of 
ashes and pumice, and cloud after cloud of thick 
smoke following each other in quick succession, the 
lower one forcing itself into the one which preceded 
tThe greatest height in 1926 was only 17 ft., and the island was 
heavily wooded with Casuarinas. 
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it, whilst the upper clouds were overlapping, curling, 
and wreathing round the lower ones as if in very 
madness of frolic they were revelling in their escape 
into the pure atmosphere. . . There was no dis-
charge of lava, but large blocks of pumice and 
rock were continually being shot out. Not a green 
leaf was to be seen, though all had been covered with 
grass and trees a fortnight before. The , dead and 
blackened trees, with almost every branch beaten off 
by the stones, stood like spectres on the hillsides 
and gave a most mournful aspect to the scene, whilst 
the coconut trees on Matupi, and places far enough 
away to escape destruction, were so weighted by the 
dust and ashes that their leaves hung straight down 
by the stems. The whole of the vegetation from Pt. 
Braed to the volcano was entirely destroyed, the 
prevailing wind having carried the pumice in that 
direction. This part of the coast which was formerly 
so beautiful that it attracted the notice of all, was a 
scene of utter desolation, the banana plantations and 
coconuts, on which the natives depended for food, 
not sho"wing a sign of life." 
Submarine Disturbance of 1916. 
Subsequent to the occupation of Rabaul in Sep-
tember, 1914, by the Australian troops, earthquakes 
were a matter of frequent occurrence, but in 1916 
there was a submarine movement of considerable 
magnitude, which resulted in the subsidence of that 
land at the north end of Matupi Island, and a small 
tidal wave which did some damage to the foreshores 
and to vessels in port. A causeway carrying a 
telegraph line connected Matupi Island with the main-
land, and this disappeared entirely, the water being 
deep enough to cover the telegraph line as well. 
("Rabaul Record"). 
In the twenty years that have elapsed, the 
causeway had risen again to within a few feet of 
the surface, and at low tide it was possible to drive 
a car on a somewhat zigzag course across to Matupi. 
Follo"wing the present eruption this area seems to 
have sunk some two feet, as will be mentioned later. 
Submarine Disturbance of 1926. 
In 1925-6 Vulcan Island, then a low casuarina-
covered area of weathered pumice, with some few 
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outcrops of igneous rock, was used as a quarantine 
station and was occupied by a considerable number 
of natives under the charge of a resident medical as-
sistant. 
In 1926 it was reported that submarine rumb-
lings and explosions had been heard on the island, 
accompanied by earth tremors, and the following day 
it was observed that a reef of rocks had arisen at 
the north end of the island, in close relation to the 
area which was the site of the eruption of May last. 
Slight changes in the coastline at Keravia were also 
reported, but were of insignificant extent. 
The Latest Eruption. 
So much has been written about the eruption of 
the 29th May, 1937, and subsequent days, that it is 
unnecessary to refer to it except to compare its in-
cidents with those of the eruption in 1878. 
On Friday, the 28th, several marked earthquake 
shocks were noted, and these assumed considerable 
intensity on Vulcan Island, where fissures appeared 
and where submarine rumblings and explosions were 
very marked. On Saturday, the 29th, there was an 
almost continuous series of earthquake shocks, some 
of which were unusually prolonged, and about mid-
day it was reported that the water in the bay had 
"run back," returning slowly to its original tide level 
or beyond it subsequently. It was observed, however, 
that there had been definite elevations of rock near 
the north end of Vulcan Island, and early in the 
afternoon these had reached the dimensions of three 
distinct islands. 
The process of elevation was continued irregu-
larly until about 4 p.m. when it suddenly became very 
marked. The surface of the water became pitted into 
dancing points as though heavily pelted with rain, 
and a ridge of coral-covered sea bottom appeared 
like a causeway between a point north of Carpenter's 
slipway at Keravia and the northern end of the 
island. 
At 4.17 p.m. a huge column of smoke rose on 
Vulcan Island without any noticeable explosion, and 
quickly reached an enormous height. One eye-wit-
ness described it as being like the picture of an ex-
plosion on the silent films. 
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The ejected material was sorted by gravitation 
in air into its components of varying weights, and 
large stones fell in the immediate neighbourhood. It 
was not until 6 o'clock, however, that the enormous 
mass of pumice dust ejected into the air descended 
again upon the neighbourhood, but when it did so, it 
completely blotted out the light in a choking dark-
ness of impalpable dust. 
Incandescent storms of great intensity occupied 
all Saturday night with torrential downpours of rain, 
and a small tidal wave did some damage on the fore-
shore of Rabaul, and destroyed the roadway at 
Barawon on the other side of the bay by undermining 
it for about 100 yards in the neighbourhood of the 
Blue Lagoon (a blow-hole from some former unre-
corded eruption). 
The volcanic vent at Vulcan Island continued its 
activities for several days, producing a series of 
craters and blowholes not involving the pool at the 
southern extremity of the island which had been de-
scribed by Brown as the vent of the 1878 eruption§. 
On Sunday, 30th May, at 1.23 p.m. Matupi crater 
(Tavurvur) also burst into eruption, ejecting great 
quantities of finely-divided, blue-grey mud, which 
distributed itself over the main part of Rabaul. 
It will be observed that the eruptions of 1878 
and 1937 had very similar characteristics. In both 
there were preliminary earthquakes, small tidal 
waves, and an eruption at Vulcan Island followed by 
an eruption at the Matupi crater. While, however, in 
1878 the prevailing north-"west wind directed the fall-
ing pumice across only the southermost part of the 
peninsula that bounds the bay to the east and north, 
with very little loss of life, and the activity at Vul-
can Island exhausted itself in bringing that area to 
the surface, the eruption in 1937 was directed by 
the south-east winds across the native "villages lying 
west of the new crater. 
The pumice dust was distributed densely over 
the area between Valaur and Keravia, opposite Vul-
can Island, some 12 or 15 miles westerly to the 
shores of Ataliklikun Bay (Weberhafen). The chan-
nel between these villages and Vulcan Island was en-
tirely filled up by the volcano, which grew in three 
days to 795 feet in height, some 1600 feet across the 
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top, and 3400 feet across the base. The adjacent vil-
lages were buried under pjimice 40 or 50 feet deep at 
its deepest, thinning out ^ rapidly until at the edges 
of the area that could be described as badly affected, 
some 3 to 4 feet of pumice dust fell. 
Carried 100 Miles Out To Sea. 
Floating pumice dust was carried at least 100 
miles out to sea, where it fell on the deck of the 
s.s. "Montoro"; and on plantations in New Ireland. 
A deposit about 4 inches in depth covered Rabaul, 
thinning out to about one inch or so on Namanula 
ridge. Even some miles away the material was hot 
enough to inflict mild surface bums on natives; and 
in the neighbourhood of the volcano, it destroyed the 
vegetation entirely. 
Vulcan Island, as mentioned, was covered with 
casuarinas, and although the eastern coastline and 
the greater part of the island is still quite recognis-
able, the whole of the vegetation was burnt off and 
the stumps buried. 
The mud ejected by the Matupi crater fell upon 
Rabaul. A ridge of the old crater on the slopes of 
the "Mother" protected Namanula, but from 3 to 5 
inches of mud was thrown down as a secondary layer 
upon the original layer of pumice dust and covered 
the town, being limited northerly by the skirts of the 
"North Daughter," behind the Botanical Gardens, 
and westerly by a line passing on this side of the 
Rataval Pass road to the north coast. 
South of Keravia pumice was distributed for a 
mile or so, thinning out at Vunamame Catholic Mis-
sion. The Rabaul—^Kokopo road in this region was 
completely buried, and 424 natives were killed as an 
immediate result of the eruption. 
Some few others died subsequently from ex-
posure and shock, those killed during the eruption 
being suffocated, actually buried under falling 
pumice or crushed beneath the native houses as they 
collapsed under the weight of pumice on their roofs. 
The freshly ejected pumice dust covering the 
range downward on both sides of the watershed was 
very readily eroded, and water action from the tor-
rential rain during and immediately subsequent to 
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the eruption tore out deep gullies and actual ravines, 
sometimes of a great depth. In places the force of 
the water eroded the actual soil as it descended, so 
that the roadways both on the north coast, on the 
western side of the watershed; and in the neighbour-
hood of the Valaur—Vunamame area on the eastern, 
were destroyed in many places. During the storm, 
trees were torn out of the ground, and in many places 
thrown down in curiously parallel rows, the trunks 
being twisted by the tremendous forces operating, 
and an inexplicable tangle of the lighter vegetation 
resulting. The weight of the ashes broke down all 
the branches of trees in and around Rabaul, and 
stripped what remained of,every leaf. In the part 
that suffered most severely, as mentioned, vegeta-
tion was destroyed almost completely throughout. 
By Wednesday, 2nd June, when both volcanoes 
were again quiescent (and when, curiously enough, 
it is rumoured that the plume of smoke from the 
"Father" had again reappeared, after being absent 
during the eruption—see "Rabaul Times," June 4th, 
1937, page 6) Rabaul itself was covered "with a 
thick mantle of ashes and mud, which extended 
round Blanche Bay for some 15 miles and across the 
whole of the western range to the eastern shores of 
Ataliklikun Bay. The Valaur—Keravia area was a 
scene of utter devastation, without one point of vege-
tation or green to relieve it. The harbour itself was 
covered with floating pumice, as much as three feet 
thick near the western shores, and roughly one 
thousand acres of new land had been laid down on 
the western side of the bay between Ravuva and 
Keravia, binding the volcano to the mainland. Near 
Matupi, on the other hand, from Rapindik to Sulphur 
Creek, there had been minor areas of subsidence, and 
these were filled up with water, liable to breed mos-
quitoes. The sub-soil water also came to the surface 
in several places. This represented danger from the 
point of view of mosquito breeding, particularly as 
many of the small pools which had formerly lasted 
only a few hours or a day or two after rain, were 
now covered with a sago-like layer of blue mud, and 
formed little cemented pits, in which water lay for 
dangerously long periods. 
The Administration with commendable vigour 
and courage, immediately set to work to clear off 
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the enormous mass of over-burden, which if only 
two or three inches thick, represented more than a 
million tons actually. Drains were put in, and ar-
rangements made to meet all possible contingencies, 
and these proceeded so rapidly that the town soon 
began to assume again its normal appearance. It is 
now prepared for the wet season, which should begin 
in November and December, and by January we "will 
know whether the measures introduced have been 
successful in averting a malarial epidemic. The 
courage and constancy shown by the Administrative 
officers in Rabaul will probably be rewarded by suc-
cess in this protective campaign. Let us at any rate 
hope so very earnestly. 
